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Fifty years after the founding of the
field of medical anthropology, the Society
for MedicalAnthropology of theAmerican
Anthropological Association held its first
independent meeting on September 24-27,
2009, at Yale University in New Haven,
Connecticut. The conference, MedicalAn-
thropology at the Intersections, drew an in-
ternational audience of more than 1,000
scholars.
In her opening remarks, program Chair
Marcia Inhorn noted that medical anthro-
pology has been interdisciplinary since its
inception.This assertion was supported at a
roundtable discussion, Founding Medical
Anthropology and the Society for Medical
Anthropology, which featured four of the
field’s founders.
Asked to identify the factors that led to
the development of medical anthropology,
the panelists emphasized the role of
changes in the practice and landscape of
medicine in the late 1950s and early 1960s
in the United States. According to Hazel
Weidman, who helped spearhead the Soci-
ety for MedicalAnthropology, medical per-
sonnel sought social scientists’guidance in
the new clinical environments created by
the increasing involvement of U.S. physi-
cians in global development work and by
the community-oriented approach to men-
tal health encouraged by the Community
Mental Health Act of 1963. The novel in-
clusion of lifestyle as a determinant of
health at this time also played a role, ac-
cording to Clifford Barnett. Norman
Scotch, author of a 1963 review that had
helped define medical anthropology as a
field, noted that physicians at the time were
very interested in the possible applications
of the social sciences to medicine [1,2].
Joan Ablon recalled that this emphasis on
application led some academic anthropol-
ogists to dismiss the medical anthropologist
as a “handmaiden to the doctors.” Despite
such resistance, interest in medical anthro-
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heather.varughese@yale.edu.pology as a sub-field was clearly growing
among anthropologists. When Weidman
helped organize the first gathering of med-
ical anthropologists at an anthropology con-
ference in 1967, attendance was twice what
was expected. Panel organizer Alan Har-
wood noted that the Society for MedicalAn-
thropology transformed its newsletter into a
professional journal, MedicalAnthropology
Quarterly, in 1983.According to Inhorn, the
society has 1,300 members today.
For the panelists, medical anthropol-
ogy’s potential for application makes it a
compelling scholarly pursuit. As Barnett
stated in explaining his decision to work in
anthropology: “If you know how a society
works, you can change it.”
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